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National Parks  
 
Stephen Saunders 






Rocky Mountain Climate Organization  and 
Natural Resources Defense Council: 
 
“National Parks in Peril: 
















Human disruption of the climate is the 















 The risks:  
 1. Loss of ice and snow 
 2. Loss of water 
 3. Higher seas, more extremes 
 4. Loss of plant communities 
 5. Loss of wildlife  
 6. Loss of cultural resources 




















Risk #1: Loss of ice and snow  
Grinnell Glacier  





 Trend in Western Snowpack   
 1950-1997   
 (Mote et al) 

Frequency of  




























Source: Christensen and Lettenmaier 







Everglades National Park 














Statue of Liberty National Monument   







Mount Rainier National Park: 
More Downpours and Floods 
Mount Rainier National Park 
November 2006 
 
• 18 inches of rain in 36 hours 
 
• Park closed for six months 
 








Risk #4: Loss of plant communities  
“The MPB will likely kill the majority of 
Colorado’s large diameter lodgepole 
pine forests within the next 3 to 5 
years.” 
 
U.S. Forest Service and 







 Bandelier National Monument and 
Mesa Verde National Park in 2002 
and 2003: 
  
• 90% of pinon pines killed by bark 
beetles  
 
• USGS scientists: “may be 
harbinger” of heat and drought  
driving “extensive and rapid 
changes in vegetation” 
 
 “Sudden Aspen Decline”: 
 









Risk #5: Loss of wildlife  
From the big … 
Grizzly Bears in Yellowstone 
 
 
• Mountain pine beetles spreading  
higher  
 
• Loss of whitebark pines  
 








To the small … 
Loss of pikas from 9 of 25 







Risk #6: Loss of cultural, historical resources  
 
 More downpours, more flooding, 
more erosion, so loss of artifacts 
 
 Bandelier National Monument: 
80% of archeological sites already 






























Yellowstone in July 2007:  
232 miles of rivers closed 
 
Wildfires, 1971-1987 vs.  
1988-2005: 
 
• Fire season 78 days longer 
 
• Four times as many fires 
 
• 6.7 times as many acres burned 
So … What to do?   
 
1. Make climate change a priority  
 
2. Reduce emissions 
 
3. Protect resources – learn and adapt 
 
4. Act across landscapes, with partners 
 
5. Communicate  
 
6. Pay for action    
Entrance and recreation fees: 
 
•  For emission reductions and 
 adaptation actions 
 
•  So long as public communication 












   “We must think anew, and act anew” 
 
Abraham Lincoln (1862) 
 
“Is the earth getting warmer or not?” 
 
  34% -- no  
 
  59% -- yes 
 
  20% -- mostly natural patterns
 34% -- mostly from humans 
 












 “Do most scientists agree on global 
warming or is there a lot of 
disagreement?” 
 
  36% -- they agree  
 
  62% -- a lot of disagreement  
 
 












 “Public sentiment is everything. With 
public sentiment, nothing can fail; 
without it nothing can succeed."  
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